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Five Facts About the Uninsured 
The number of uninsured rose sharply in 2009, reaching 50 million people.* Decreasing 
the number of uninsured is a key goal of the 2010 Patient Protection and Affordable Care 
Act, which will provide Medicaid or subsidized coverage to qualifying individuals with 
incomes up to 400% of poverty.  This brief provides basic facts that explain why so many 
people lack coverage and the effects of being uninsured. 
1) Most of the nation’s 50 million uninsured are low- or moderate-income.  
Individuals below poverty are at the highest risk of being uninsured, and this group 
comprises 40% of all the uninsured (the poverty level for a family of four was $22,050 in 
2009). In total, nine in ten of the uninsured are in low- or moderate-income families, 
meaning they are below 400% of poverty. Since the average annual cost of employer-
sponsored family coverage in 2010 is $13,770, many cannot afford the premiums without 
sizable employer contributions. 
2) More than three-quarters of the uninsured are in a working family. 
Uninsured workers typically are not offered employer-sponsored insurance and cannot 
access it through family.  Additionally, the rise in unemployment during the current 
recession has put many people’s employer-sponsored coverage at risk.  Workers who are 
offered employer-sponsored coverage have seen their share of premiums rise.
3) Medicaid fills a key gap by preventing more people from becoming uninsured.
In 2009, the number of people with Medicaid increased and helped to offset declines in 
private coverage. However, the program’s structure has limited its ability to cover very 
low-income adults who do not fit into one of its eligibility categories.  Despite these 
limits, Medicaid has been able to play a crucial role in maintaining coverage during the 
recession, partly because of a temporary increase in federal funding to states. 
4) About one-quarter of uninsured adults go without needed care due to cost. 
The uninsured suffer from negative health consequences due to their lack of access to 
necessary medical care.  They are less likely than those with insurance to receive 
preventive care and services for major health conditions—which leads to more serious 
health problems for many. 
5) Medical bills are a burden for the uninsured and frequently leave them with debt. 
The uninsured often face unaffordable medical bills when they do seek care.  When they 
receive care, the uninsured pay for more than one-third of their care out-of-pocket and are 
often charged higher amounts for their care than the insured pay.  These bills can quickly 
translate into unaffordable levels of medical debt since most of the uninsured have low or 
moderate incomes and have little, if any, savings. 
* This analysis focuses on people under age 65 because almost all of the elderly are covered by Medicare. 
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2) More than three-quarters of the uninsured are in a working family.
Some 77% of the 50 million uninsured in the U.S. come from working families (Figure 
2).  Most uninsured workers are self-employed or work for small firms where health 
benefits are less likely to be offered.3 Almost three-quarters of uninsured employees in 
2005 were not offered employer-sponsored insurance, either through their own employer 
or that of a family member—and the share is likely to be higher today given the recession 
and the continued growth in the cost of health premiums.4
Key Details:
 The recent recession has contributed to significant declines in employer-
sponsored coverage.  A high unemployment rate and increases in the number of 
individuals living below poverty put employer-sponsored coverage out of reach 
for many individuals. A temporary subsidy for unemployed individuals 
continuing their previous employer-sponsored coverage through COBRA expired 
on May 31, 2010.  Without this subsidy, it will be even more difficult for the 
newly unemployed to remain insured.
 Workers usually enroll in employer-sponsored health insurance if they are 
eligible.5  However, it has become increasingly difficult for many workers to 
afford coverage. The average annual total cost of employer-sponsored family 
coverage is $13,770 in 2010, and the share of the premium paid by workers 
increased to 30% this year.  Since 2005, workers’ share of premiums has gone up 
47%, while overall premiums rose 27% and wages increased 18%.6
 The uninsured realize that health insurance is important but often cannot find 
affordable coverage.  In a recent government survey, 72% of adults said that one 
of the reasons they are uninsured is because the cost is too high or they lost their 
job, compared to 2% who said they are uninsured because they do not need 
coverage.7
Nonelderly Uninsured by
Family Work Status, 2009
Total = 50.0 million uninsured









SOURCE: KCMU/Urban Institute analysis of 2010 ASEC Supplement to the CPS.
Figure 2
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